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Students,	 on	 the	 other	hand,	have	been	primed	 throughout	
their	studies	to	present	perfect	results	and	to	hide	the	labori-
ous	process	achieving	them.	Therefore,	they	tend	not	to	ask	













Thus,	 students	 become	 more	 active	
which,	in	turn,	also	changes	the	tutor’s	role.	 		
This	 is	 an	 achievable	 goal	 only	 when	 the	 learning-process	
itself	 is	made	 transparent	–	and	remains	 so	 throughout	 the	
course.	
Teamwork	 in	 e-learning	 presents	 opportunities	 to	 achieve	
a	 support	 that	 initiates	 students’	 activity	and	openness.	On	
the	whole,	the	idea	is	to	shift	the	student’s	focus	from	the	tu-
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The	 single	 aspects	of	 an	 exemplary	 e-learning	 class	need	 to	





enters	 the	wrong	 classroom	 and	 gets	 examined,	 in	 front	 of	
the	whole	class,	on	a	subject	he	has	no	knowledge	whatsoever	
about,	say,	the	flags	of	South	American	countries.	No	wonder,	
then,	 that	 the	 student	will	 feel	 uncomfortable	 and	 is	 likely	










but	 without	 recourse	 to	 secondary	 sources,	 i.	 e.	 only	 using	
participants’	 previous	 knowledge,	 however	 shaky	 it	may	 be.	
Wouldn’t	most	people	at	least	feel	somewhat	tempted	to	have	
a	quick	peek	into	Wikipedia,	ask	a	close	friend,	search	for	the	
old	 encyclopaedia?	 Indeed,	most	would	probably	 rather	 just	




ations	 including	 e-learning.	 In	 e-learning	 in	 particular,	 it	
might	 produce	 special	 problems,	 because	 of	 the	 peculiar	 e-
learning	 situation	 in	which	 the	online	 communication	 situ-
ation	sometimes	hides	communication	gaps	more	easily	and	
also	the	problems	underlying	them.
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One	 possible	 key	 to	 this	 problem	 is	 the	 way	 how	 tutors	 go	
about	 stimulating	 the	online	communication	process.	They	




pare	for	 the	course	 in	a	certain	way.	Although	all	 the	tutors	
are	familiar	with	teaching	subject-matter	they	might	not	be	
quite	as	familiar	with	e-learning	–	they	might	therefore	not	
know	 the	 special	 challenges	 it	 poses	 as	 regards	 communica-
tion.
On	top	of	that,	they	can’t	know	what	it	feels	like	to	be	on	the	
other	 side	 of	 the	 system:	 on	 the	 student’s	 side.	 The	 tutors	
qualify	 for	 teaching	 e-learning	 classes	 by	 taking	 part	 in	 a	





2. Approaching learning goals:  










does	 it	 initiate,	which	are	 the	channels	of	communi-
cation	it	offers	to	the	students?








university’s	 structure	 as	 a	 whole.	 The	 class	 “Virtual	 team-







modules	 of	 the	 „OLIM“-programme,	 (some	 are	 also	 in	 the	
English	Language)	which	work	mostly	online	but	have	at	least	
one	(most	classes	two)	face-to-face-meetings.





The	 starting	point	 for	 all	 this	 range	of	 classes	 is	 always	 the	
introductory	class:	Virtual	Teamwork.	This	four-week	course	
aims	both	at	 introducing	the	 learning	platform	and	at	mak-















3. Three online weeks including two tasks for virtual 
teams
3a.  case study
3b.  self-reflexive task
The	 first	 week	 (part	 1)	 before	 the	 actual	 start	 is	 a	 prepara-
tory	week	to	get	to	know	the	platform	on	one’s	own.	It	gives	
students	an	overview	of	 the	extent	of	 the	course’s	workload,	
and	offers	 them	also	 an	opportunity	 to	 get	 to	 know	 the	 fel-
low	students	online,	since	they	are	meant	to	introduce	them-
selves	 before	 the	 actual	 face-to-face-meeting	 after	 this	 first	
online	week.	All	these	little	tasks	are	organized	on	the	basis	
of	 a	 „roadmap”	 in	 a	way	 that	 all	 different	 functions	 of	 the	
platform	get	at	least	tried	out	once	by	the	students.	The	full-
day	face-to-face-meeting	which	follows	(part	2)	usually	takes	
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The	first	task	is	a	case	study	on	a	fictional	virtual	project.	The	
project	that	students	are	presented	with	has	run	into	various	
problems.	The	 students	are	now	meant	 to	 identify	 the	prob-
lems	–	and	find	adequate	ways	to	deal	with	them	so	that	the	
project	will	eventually	have	a	satisfactory	result.	The	project’s	
difficulties	 lie	 in	all	 sorts	of	fields,	namely	communication,	





Both	 tasks,	 obviously,	 are	 related	 to	 the	 situation	 that	 stu-
dents	find	themselves	 in.	The	first	task	makes	one	aware	of	
the	 typical	 problems	 that	might	 occur,	 while	 the	 second	 is	
a	 reflecting	 task,	 in	 which	 everybody’s	 experiences	 during	
class	are	brought	to	bear,	so	that	students	are	now	able	to	see	
what	can	be	improved.	
In	 order	 to	 solve	 these	 given	problems	 the	 students	 have	 to	




The	 tutor’s	 job	 is	 to	monitor	 their	 work	 and	 only	 interfere	
when	it	can’t	be	helped.	
Students	deal	with	the	three	different	periods	of	 the	course	
in	 different	 ways.	With	 regard	 to	 that,	 the	 question	 has	 to	
be	 asked	whether	 certain	 characteristics	 in	how	 the	 class	 is	
structured	make	 students	more	 likely	 to	 try	out	more	 tools	
the	 platform	 offers	 them	 –	 or,	 conversely,	 if	 the	 class’s	 or-
ganisation	mode	actually	prevents	this	active	trial-and-error	
learning	from	happening.









sions	 in	 the	forums	usually	get	kickstarted	by	an	 initiating	
question	from	the	tutor’s	part.







do,	 but	 in	 some	 they	 keep	 rather	 silent.	What	 actually	 pre-
vents	them	from	communicating	freely	in	those	few	classes	
may	be,	first	and	foremost,	 the	group	structure.	When	they	
take	 this	 class,	 students	 bring	 with	 them	 all	 the	 personal	
learning	 experiences	 that	 have	 accumulated	 during	 school,	
university	and	on	the	job	and	that	have	shaped	their	individ-
ual	learning	styles.














An	experience	 from	a	 “virtual	 teamwork”	run	may	serve	as	










phase.	They	 fulfilled	 their	 tasks	 in	phase	 two,	but	didn’t	 re-
ally	work	 as	 teams.	One	 of	 them	prepared	 something,	 then	
the	 next	 person	 prepared	 the	 next	 tasks.	 “Serial”	 pieces	 of	
individual	work	were	produced	this	way,	but	no	open	discus-






heterogeneous	 as	 possible	 concerning	 students’	 work	 and	
learning	 habits.	 It	 proofed	 right	 the	 decision	 made	 before,	
namely	 that	 it	 is	 best	 to	 have	 groups	 that	 comprise	 partici-
pants	from	a	wide	range	of	educational	and	professional	back-
grounds	 so	 that	 their	 different	 learning	 styles	 can	 comple-
ment	one	another.
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Also,	the	mentioned	OLIM	-project	aims	at	people	who	often	
work	in	management,	meaning	their	profession	at	least	part-
ly	forces	 them	to	hide	 their	own	 insecurities	and	 instead	to	
present	solutions	in	a	self-assured	way.




ration	 for	 the	 first	 face-to-face-meeting,	 students	 are	 asked	
to	 do	 a	 self-test,	 questioning	 them	 about	 their	 learning	 ha-
bits.	Having	answered	all	the	questions,	they	get	to	a	diagram	
showing	 them	what	 sort	of	 learner	 they	are.	The	 test	works	
with	four	different	groups,	and	in	the	diagram	it	is	shown	to	
what	extent	one	belongs	to	each	of	these	groups,	so	that	the	
students	 are	 not	 being	 pressed	 in	 one	 category	 but	 can	 see	








theoretical	 ideas	to	their	 learning	process	right	there	 in	the	
course,	 and	combine	 those	more	general	questions	with	 the	







therefore	 different	 communication	 habits	 and	 styles.	 Still,	

















Since	 students	 don’t	 know	 each	 other	 yet,	 the	 focus	 in	 that	
phase	is	at	the	beginning	of	it	rather	on	the	tutor	–	since	no	




less	 it	 is	 the	 students’	 first	 chance	 to	 get	 into	 contact	 –	 and	
mostly	they	use	it.
2.2  The Face-to-Face Meeting
The	 face-to-face	meeting	 is	 a	 very	 easygoing	 and	 rewarding	






reverse	 effect:	 personal	 antipathy	 leading	 students	 to	 build	
up	prejudices.	But	 in	 general,	 the	 atmosphere	 in	 the	 classes	
is	 that	of	mutual	respect	and	understanding;	 thus,	 in	many	
cases	students	have	given	the	most	positive	feedback	on	this	
part	of	the	course,	appraising	it	as	a	big	help	for	them	to	get	
to	 know	 the	 fellow	 students	 and	 especially	 those	 they	 are	
meant	to	work	with	afterwards	as	a	team.	In	order	to	initiate	
the	team	building	process	and	the	team	work	itself	in	the	se-	
cond	 part	 of	 class,	 the	 students	 are	made	 to	work	 as	 teams	
right	from	the	beginning,	thus	laying	the	groundwork	for	the	
tasks	to	come.














































as	 initiated	 in	 the	 face-to-face-meeting.	 And	 the	 more	 the	
students	 actively	 use	 the	 communication	 tools,	 the	 more	
familiar	 they	 get	with	 the	platform,	 and	 the	more	 familiar	










in	 the	 discussions	 of	 the	 whole	 group	 where	 they	 are	 also	
asked	 to	 monitor	 their	 progress	 (including	 the	 difficulties	
they	encountered).	The	group	discussions	becomes	more	and	
more	important,	while	the	tutors	need	to	give	new	impulses	
less	 and	 less	 frequently,	 that	 are	 then	 discussed	 among	 the	
students,	and	not	in	a	one	to	one	discussion	with	the	tutors	as	
is	the	case	in	the	initial	phase.	
It	 is	 interesting	 to	 observe	 that	 it	 is	 the	 small	 “team	 room”	
where	most	participants	 tend	 to	open	up	 first.	 In	 that	kind	
of	forum,	they	become	active	themselves	and	freely	discuss	
with	each	other.	In	the	forum	for	the	main	group,	they	tend	
to	prefer	one-to-one	contact	with	 the	 tutor	 for	much	 longer,	
but	the	more	they	work	in	their	small	teams,	the	better	and	
more	open	the	whole	group	discussion	becomes.	That	might	




Both	 are	 important	ways	 to	 learn	 and	discuss;	nevertheless,	





The	 tutors	 see	 far	more	 this	way,	 since	 the	 students	 are	not	
centred	 on	 them	 in	 the	 discussion,	 and	 they	 become	 less	






The	 theoretical	 input	 is	warranted	 via	 the	 self-reflexive	 dis-
cussions,	 partly	 based	 on	 the	 self-study	 tasks	 that	 each	 stu-
dent	also	has	to	work	on.	And	at	the	end	of	class,	after	all	the	
teams	have	handed	 in	 their	 solutions	 to	both	 tasks,	 there	 is	
one	final	 self-reflexive	question:	They	are	asked	to	evaluate	
their	own	teamwork	–	what	 they	think	worked	out	well	and	













concentrate	 on	 their	 fellow	 students	 and	 themselves	 while	
rowing,	 instead	 of	 focusing	 on	 the	 instructor.	 Still,	 further	
adjustments	 will	 be	made	 as	 the	 system	 of	 improving	 indi-
vidual	learning	through	team-processing	evolves	–	in	order	to	
make	it	even	more	effective.
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